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How to age in 

good health 

“ The most 
powerful tool 
in finding our 
new normal 
is perhaps 
the most 
simple and 
straightforward: 
kindness.” 
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T ens of thousands of women from across 
Australia set their busy lives on pause  
to consider their own health and 

emotional wellbeing during Women’s Health 
Week 2021. For each of these women, it was  
a well-earned reprieve.

Brought to you by Jean Hailes, Women’s 
Health Week is a nationwide campaign of 
community-run events and online information 
designed to improve women’s and girls’ health, 
and to encourage them to make healthier 
choices. It reminds them to set aside time for 
their own health and wellbeing.

In the best of times, that is a big ask of 
women; in the worst of times, it is even bigger.

To say that 2021 has been a tough year for 
many women in Australia is an understatement. 
As the pandemic rolled into its second year, 
lockdowns were imposed across many parts of 
the country. The fallout for women was brutal. 
Many worked from home, ran their households, 
managed their children’s remote learning, 
and cared for their families’ physical as well as 
emotional needs. The challenges demanded 
super-human juggling skills.

Jean Hailes Women’s Health Week reminds women  
that their own health and wellbeing matters too. 

 
self-kindness

A week that inspires

Photo credit: Anna Nunn  @heroutbackstationlife
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Sign up to Women’s Health Week at: www.womenshealthweek.com.au

3 KEY TIPS FROM THE WEEK

1. In the complicated times of COVID-19, 
being kinder to yourself can make a 
difference.

2. If you’ve missed a health check, make an 
appointment today and get back on track.

3. Focus on the simple things to stay well:  
eat healthy food, stay connected, move 
more, and make time for rest.

nearly 57% of women said it helped to improve 
their sleep.

These are sentiments that would make the 
late Dr Jean Hailes smile. The woman who 
inspired the establishment of Jean Hailes for 
Women’s Health loved to say: “If a woman is 
in good health, her family, community and the 
society around her also benefit.” 

This edition of the Jean Hailes Magazine 
brings you the top picks from Women’s Health 
Week 2021. We hope it encourages self-
kindness, self-care and healthier decisions for 
you too. 

But women 
in Australia 

are resilient.  
They are fierce 

protectors of 
the family. They are kind. They are generous. 
And in the five-day pause that was Women’s 
Health Week, many learned that it was okay to 
extend some of that kindness to themselves.

We know this because they have told us. 
When asked to name one thing that they 
learned from the week, almost 80% of women 
said it helped them to practice more self-
kindness and self-care. 

The richness of the week’s health information 
on topics such as movement, sleep and mental 
health, delivered via podcasts, videos and 
online resources, inspired many to act. Over 
60% of women said the week’s information 
helped them to be more physically active, and 

Women’s Health Week 2021 
at a glance

128,000 
event registrants

2277 
events across 
Australia, 36% in 
regional & remote 
areas

160 
events held 
in Indigenous 
communities

54,000 
online subscribers

540,000+
visitors to the  
Jean Hailes and 
Women’s Health 
Week websites

3.6 
million+
people reached  
via social media

This Women’s Health 
Week, I learned… 

“To be kinder to myself and to  
be more mindful of what I am  

doing and indeed why.”

Wendy, WA

Women of Wurrumiyanga yarning about women’s health, Tiwi Islands, NT. 
Photo credit: Leeanne Millen, Top End Region NT Health

https://www.womenshealthweek.com.au/
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T oday, women are 
living longer than 
ever before. Most 

of us reach menopause 
(our final menstrual period) 
around the age of 50, which 
then means decades and 
decades of life are ahead. So 
how do we best take advantage 
of the ‘new beginnings’ of this 
life phase? What are the best 
ways that older women can 
protect their health?

Dementia, heart disease and 
stroke are the leading causes 
of death among women in 
Australia; but the good news 
is, for the majority of chronic 
conditions, there are steps we 
can take to reduce our risk.

Here we talk to the experts 
about what you can do to age 
in good health and how you can 
uncover your new lease on life. 

woman, sees untold benefit in 
a Japanese concept known as 
‘Work for the second life’.

Trialed in a research 
community in Japan, ‘Work for 
the second life’ was a program 
in which retirees were given 
another working role. “It might 
be that they were doing less 

A new lease  
on life
The latest research and expert  
advice on healthy ageing.

‘Work for the  
second life’
Loneliness and social isolation 
commonly affect older people, 
and also have known links to 
chronic disease. Dr Elizabeth 
Farrell AM, Jean Hailes Medical 
Director and gynaecologist, 
herself a 73 year-old working 
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demanding jobs than 
they were previously, but 

it’s about purpose, having 
a role in the community.”
“There are so many 

older people out there with 
so much experience and 
knowledge,” says Dr Farrell, but 
to our detriment, they are often 
overlooked by employers and 
society in general. “Young and 
hip is good in one sense, but it 
has no life experience, no life 
memory, no endurance.”

Dr Farrell says there’s no 
limit to what type of work you 

can take on in 
your ‘second life’. 

“It might be that you 
become a granny-nanny, 

on your terms. Or work just 
one or two days a week.” 

Volunteering is another way to 
get involved. “But appreciate 
your talents and use them.”

Be active, every day
Being active reduces your risk 
of developing chronic diseases 
such as dementia and heart 
disease, a fact well-known to 
Professor Cassandra Szoeke, 
principal investigator of the 
Women’s Healthy Ageing Project 
– a 30-year study following the 
health of hundreds of women 
in Australia – and author of a 
new book, Secrets of Women’s 
Healthy Ageing.

So, when Prof Szoeke and 
her team were looking at the 
activity levels of the women in 
their study, they assumed those 
who did high intensity exercise 
(for example, running) would 

fare better than those who did 
more gentle forms of exercise. 
“We looked across 30 years of 
data, and just about fell off our 
chairs, when it wasn’t the intense 
exercisers that were doing best,” 
she says.

“It was the women who did 
something [active] each and 
every day, seven days a week 
for 30 years.” Prof Szoeke says 
it didn’t matter what the activity 
was, it could be a half-hour 
of walking, or vacuuming the 
house. “Really, it was consistency 
across 30 years that trumped 
intensity.”

The research team noted that 
those who did intense activity 
typically did not keep at it 
every day over the long-term. 
However, doing something 
daily – even if it were gentle or 
different from day to day – was 
the strongest predictor of health. 

So, to age well, do something 
you enjoy and keep at it for 
decades to come, or make 
movement part of your daily 
life, because it’s the steady 
consistent tortoise – rather than 
the stop-and-starting hare – that 
wins the healthy ageing race.

Fitness versus weight
Particularly for older women, 
being active for the sake of 
your fitness is more important 
than aiming to achieve a certain 
weight, says Dr Farrell.
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“If you’re fit and you can walk 
and do all your activities, that’s 
more important than worrying 
about if you’ve got a few more 
kilos on you or not. It’s about 
embracing the figure.”

Dr Farrell recommends 
community centre-based 
exercise groups as a great way 
of staying both physically active 
and socially connected. “Go to 
your local city council or shire 
and see what exercise programs 
they have for older age groups. 
Most of them have them and 
going to these classes is one way 
of establishing and maintaining 
friendships.”

A GP for the ages
Dr Farrell says that part of 
looking after your health as 
an older woman is having an 
ongoing relationship with the 
right health professionals. 

“Have a regular GP or be a 
patient in a medical practice 
where there is a fairly stable 

5 HEALTHY AGEING TIPS  
FROM THE EXPERTS

1. Invest in your future by having a regular GP and  
once you turn 75, go for your ‘75+ year-old health  
check’ every year. 
Dr Elizabeth Farrell AM 
Jean Hailes Medical Director & gynaecologist 

2. Incontinence [loss of bladder or bowel control] is a 
very common issue for older women. If you have these 
symptoms, know that you’re not alone and it’s important 
to talk to your doctor about it. 
Prof Susan Davis AO  
Researcher, endocrinologist  
& women’s ageing specialist 

3. Boost your brain power by staying connected, learning 
new skills, and making time for rest and sleep. 
Janet Michelmore AO  
Jean Hailes CEO 

4. The need for protein increases for the over-70s, 
helping to support muscle mass. So along with vegies, 
wholegrains and fruit, include good sources of protein 
(such as sardines, eggs, lean meat and beans) with 
each meal, and top up with snacks of hummus, nuts 
and seeds. 
Sandra Villella  
Jean Hailes naturopath

5. Be active, however gentle,  
each and every day. 
Prof Cassandra Szoeke  
Researcher, neurologist & author
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“If you’re fit and you  
can walk and do all your 

activities, that’s more 
important than worrying 

about if you’ve got a  
few more kilos on  

you or not.”

Learn more about  
healthy ageing

staff, and if your GP gets to an 
age when she or he retires, then 
there is someone else in the 
practice who can take over [your 
care],” she explains.

This helps to ensure that your 
doctor knows your family health 
history, your health history, your 
current life circumstances and 
therefore how often to conduct 
health checks.

Most health checks continue 
annually or regularly throughout 
your older age, but once a 
woman turns 74, she does not 
receive reminders for screening 
programs such as cervical 
screening tests (provided all 
previous results have been 
normal) and mammogram 
screenings for breast cancer.

However, the Australian 
government offers a free annual 
‘75+ year-old health check’ so 
it’s vital your GP knows your 
individual risk factors so they 
can tailor a healthcare plan and 
health checks to suit.

Women get better  
with age
Around the world, research 
shows that chronic diseases are 
linked to an increased likelihood 
of developing a mental health 
condition. Not only are older 
people more at risk of disease, 
they’re also often dealing with 
loss, financial issues and other 
stressors, so “there’s a big 
concern that older people will 
suffer more depression,” says 
Prof Szoeke. 

However, rather than toeing 
this line, Prof Szoeke’s research 
revealed something fascinating 
about older women in Australia; 
so fascinating in fact, that the 
finding ‘went global’ and was 
published by the media all 
around the world.

“[Over the course of 30 years, 
the women in our study] had 
relationship loss, they developed 
diseases, they lost loved ones, 
they were caring for people who 
were ill who were close to them.” 

They had all these negative life 
events occur and along with that, 
their negative mood increased 
– as you would expect, explains 
Prof Szoeke.

But in the face of all this 
hardship, when the research 
team measured their depression 
scores, these women were less 
likely to be depressed.

What’s the lesson? “Women 
get better with age,” says Prof 
Szoeke. 

“Yes, their negative mood 
scores were increasing, but they 
were so well-able to use their 
social networks, to use their 
positive mood to counterbalance 
that negative mood.” 

It speaks to a resilience and 
resourcefulness of older women 
that is not often recognised or 
celebrated by our society. “They 
got better able to deal with 
what life threw at them. So, my 
message to women in their 70s: 
you are at your prime. You are 
better able to deal with things 
than you were 30 years ago.” 

http://www.jh.today/peri6
https://www.jeanhailes.org.au/health-a-z/healthy-ageing
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Y ou’ve binge-watched your entire Netflix 
shortlist, are living in your PJs and 
haven’t left the house in days. You’re not 

sleeping well, are hardly exercising and Friday-
night-pizza has become most-nights pizza.

Before the pandemic, this state of mental 
wellbeing may have raised red flags of concern 
among your friends and family. But is there  
a new mental health ‘normal’ in the age  
of COVID-19?

An article in the New York Times declared 
that ‘languishing’ and a feeling of ‘blah’ may  
be the dominant emotions of 2021. Languishing 
has been described as mental no-man’s land 
– a feeling of emptiness and fogginess – 
experienced by people who weren’t depressed, 
but weren’t thriving either.

Everybody’s psychological functioning has 
been affected by the pandemic, says women’s 
mental health expert Jane Fisher AO, Finkel 

Beating 
the ‘blahs’

Few people have escaped the mental health impacts of the pandemic,  
but there are ways to keep the feeling of ‘blah’ at bay.

Professor of Global & Women’s Health  
at Monash University. 

“We know that one of the things that 
maintains our mental wellbeing is interactions 
with other people – and what women are missing 
most is the direct interaction with colleagues 
in the workplace, friends and members of their 
extended family,” says Prof Fisher. 

Home truths
For some people, managing remote learning  
for children and working from home has been 
like trying to mix oil and water. For those in 
share-houses or living solo, constant home-life 
presents challenges of its own.  

The research finding that 70% of working 
professionals are describing themselves as 
exhausted and burned out in the wake of the 
pandemic is a development that needs our 
attention, says Dr Sarah Cotton, psychologist  
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and co-director of Transitioning Well,  
a work-life wellbeing organisation.

Dr Cotton says the blurring of work-life 
boundaries can have a significant negative 
impact on our mental health and wellbeing. 
“‘Availability creep’ [where employees feel 
obligated to be available to employers all the 
time] is one of the major factors that I’m hearing 
about at the coalface,” she says. “People are 
working that bit longer, and it is taking a toll.”

Cut-off from connections
Pregnant women, new parents and those 
wanting to be parents are other groups dealing 
with new complications in light of COVID, says 
Arabella Gibson, CEO of perinatal depression 
and anxiety support organisation, Gidget 
Foundation Australia.

For parents returning home with a newborn, 
traditional ‘villages of support’ are either absent 

TIPS FOR SURVIVING  
‘LOCKDOWN LIFE’

One thing that fizzled for many of us during 
the pandemic – thanks to the work-from-home 
orders – was a clear boundary between work 
and home life. Transitioning Well, leaders in 
work-life wellbeing, have provided five handy 
survival tips to help you through:

1.  Be kind to yourself – some days will be 
better than others.

2.  Set your hours and routine, including  
a clear ‘log off time’. When you do log off, 
close the laptop and put it out of sight if  
you can.

3.  Try to set daily work priorities. This will 
help you focus and reduce distractions.

4.  Schedule in breaks – including precious 
exercise time.

5.  Know that no one has it all together,  
we all struggle.
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or altered. “Mothers’ groups, exercise groups 
for new parents… they might be happening 
sporadically now, but people are having babies 
and missing that support,” she says.

This disruption to support services is also 
having untold impacts on women who care  
for family members with a disability, making  
day-to-day life especially difficult. 

And if you think that women in rural and 
regional Australia have had an easier time, with 
less severe lockdowns and restrictions, think 
again. Prof Fisher’s research shows the COVID 
fallout on levels of mental health problems in 
rural and regional areas was “very similar to 
those in urban areas”. 

To a large extent, the worries of countrypeople 
were focused on finances, lost work and business 
complications of COVID – themes Prof Fisher 
says were echoed by city-based dwellers.

“We know that one  
of the things that maintains 

our mental wellbeing  
is interactions with  

other people.”

The COVID lag
Ms Gibson says that, worryingly, the pandemic 
has increased a delay in people seeking mental 
health support; so much so, she coined the 
term ‘COVID lag’ to describe it. “People are 
thinking to themselves, ‘Oh, it’s not that bad, 
I’ve not got it as bad as somebody else. I need 
to just deal with this and try to cope’.”

So how do we know if we’re coping or  
if we need to ask for support? 

The main thing to look out for, says Prof 
Fisher, is if there’s no change or sense of 
recovery in what you’re feeling. “If for a period 
of at least two weeks, you only feel really low in 
mood and nothing much relieves that, then it’s 
wise to seek some professional help,” she says.

Your GP is a very good option as a first port 
of call, but one of the constraints of COVID  
of course, is freedom of movement,  
says Prof Fisher. 

While medical appointments are a permitted 
reason for people to leave their homes during 
COVID lockdowns, many people have instead 
chosen to cancel them. Teleheath (where 
appointments are conducted online or over  
the phone) has been helpful for many during 
the pandemic, however it relies on having a 
private space at home, stable internet and 
up-to-date technology – not all of which are 
available to all women in Australia. 
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3 THINGS TO DO
1. Keep kindness top of mind – it benefits 

the person receiving it, as well as the 
person giving it.

2. Don’t let the learnings slide. Continue the 
hobbies and good habits that helped you 
at the beginning of the pandemic.

3. Explore our easy-access eResources to 
help you through these complicated 
times: www.jh.today/covid-support

Click here to listen to a podcast from 
Prof Fisher on resolving grief for the 
moments and events we missed  
because of COVID-19

This article is brought to you by women’s 
mental health foundation, Liptember.

pandemic, “so it’s important to continue that,” 
she says. But in this complex time, Prof Fisher 
reminds us that our most powerful tool is perhaps 
the most simple and straightforward: kindness.

“When many people are feeling themselves to 
be more short-tempered and snappier, we know 
that intentional kindness has a powerful effect,” 
she says. “Not only on the person receiving [it], 
but on the person giving it.” 

It could come in the form of intentionally 
expressing appreciation, offering help to others, 
as well as “intentionally saying things in a polite 
and kind way rather than with irritability”.

Echoing this, Dr Cotton says to not overlook 
ourselves in the process. “As women, we’re 
often the first to put the kettle on for a friend, 
or put our arms around a family member [but 
we don’t do the same for ourselves],” she says. 
“They say that compassion is incomplete if it 
doesn’t include self-compassion.” 

Easy-access eResources
Prof Fisher points to the Jean Hailes 
Anxiety webpages as well as The Australian 
Psychological Society and Beyond Blue  
websites as good sources of mental health 
information and support in the age of COVID.

Gidget Foundation Australia also has  
a wide range of online fact sheets for new  
and expectant parents navigating their way 
through both the pandemic and their new  
role as mum or dad.

For working women, Dr Cotton recommends 
forgetting about the “mythical work-life 
balance” – branding it as an ever-elusive  
end goal. Instead, she encourages people  
to consider their work-life boundaries.  
“[Ask yourself:] what are your non-negotiables? 
What is most important to you and how can  
you establish boundaries so you can be 
sustainable in your work and your life?”  
she says.
Discover these easy-access  
eResources and more, by visiting:  
www.jh.today/covid-support

 
Silver linings
Throughout the pandemic, Prof Fisher says  
that in spite of the immense challenges,  
it’s important to recognise silver linings,  
even if they are small.

“Some have experienced intense  
loneliness, but for others it’s actually been  
a time of emotional closeness that people  
have valued,” she says.

New-found hobbies and new local friendships 
fuelled a sense of hope at the beginning of the 

http://www.jh.today/peri6
www.jh.today/listen19
https://www.liptember.com.au/
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T here’s no escaping it. 
Exercise is something 
we all need to do. Study 

after study shows the benefits of 
physical activity for our bodies; 
it improves heart, joint and 
bone health, helps as a weight 
management tool, and reduces 
our risk of chronic disease. 

Moving is also great for our 
minds, with not just improved 
mood and mental health, but 
better memory and brain power, 
which become even more 
important as we age.

A little physical activity adds up to a lot. Learn about 
the benefits of exercise done in baby steps.

Yet the pandemic has had an 
impact on many people’s physical 
activity. A CSIRO study of 4000 
people showed 66% of people 
felt their exercise had worsened 
during COVID.

However, for those of us who 
shudder at the thought of pulling 
on the runners, working up a 
sweat to the latest exercise app, 
or huffing and puffing at the 
gym, there’s good news: a little 
exercise adds up to a lot. And  
the littlest exercise of all is 
incidental exercise.

What is incidental 
exercise?
Incidental exercise is the physical 
activity we do as part of our 
day-to-day lives. The walk from 
the carpark to the shops, or from 
the bus stop to the local café. 
Walking the kids to school.  
The little pop-ins at work to 
other people’s desks.

A lesson many of us 
learned, thanks to the recent 
phenomenon of ‘COVID kilos’, 
is that incidental exercise can 
make a world of difference, 

Moving
in the right 
direction



“ We know from big research 
studies that we start to lose 
muscle mass within weeks, 

if not days, of stopping 
exercise.”

Start small
Less can be more when it comes 
to your exercise plans, as big 
goals or too-specific advice can 
lead to disappointment.

“When you give very firm 
directives like ‘you should lose 
5% of your weight or you need to 
walk for 30 minutes four times a 
week’, you run the risk of giving 
people permission to fail”, says 
Prof Cicuttini. “[People then 
think,] ‘if I can’t do that amount of 
exercise, or lose that amount of 
weight, what’s the point?’.

“There is a point. I think we 
should have the philosophy: 
‘how much exercise should you 
do? Just a little bit more’. So, if 
someone can walk 100 metres, 
great. If they walk 100 metres 
every day, you’ll probably find 
that after a week they can walk 
120 metres... and so on.”

JEANHAILES.ORG.AU 15

The benefits  
of baby steps
Taking on too much, too  
soon in the exercise department 
can lead to injuries. According 
to Ms Willis, lower-back injuries 
were very common during 
lockdowns due to people losing 
general strength without regular 
exercise, and taking up other 
activities such as gardening. 

Some injuries, of course, need 
rest and treatment, but we also 
know that long-term rest isn’t 
the answer. In fact, too much 
‘time-out’ can result in the loss of 
muscle mass, which in turn can 
lead to more problems.

“Big research studies [show] 
that we start to lose muscle 
mass within weeks, if not days, of 
stopping exercise,” says Ms Willis.

Prof Cicuttini says than in 
two weeks of inactivity, an older 
person can lose around 7% of 
muscle mass. “If you stay sitting 
down or resting until a joint gets 
completely better, the muscle 
wasting that will occur will result 
in major problems,” she says. 

So how do we get moving 
if we’re sore? Prof Cicuttini 
suggests using walking aids  

according to women’s health 
physiotherapist Cath Willis.

“It’s all that incidental exercise 
and physical activity that help 
to usually keep people’s weight 
down and help with their 
general health,” says Ms Willis. 
“I think anecdotally there was 
a general increase in people 
gaining weight and losing fitness 
because they weren’t doing all 
of that incidental exercise.”  

Ms Willis’ views are echoed  
by Professor Flavia Cicuttini, 
Head of Rheumatology at 
Melbourne’s Alfred Hospital, 
who says that “a lot of incidental 
activity was lost” from the 
additional work that lockdowns 
created – especially for women 
who carried more of the  
burdens of remote learning  
and housework.

Her comment is supported by 
the 2020 Jean Hailes National 
Women’s Health Survey, which 
showed women aged 25-44 
found themselves busier during 
COVID; more than 19% reported 
an increase in home duties, 
16% reported longer working 
hours and 14% managed home-
learning for children. 
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out of bed and try to rush to  
the toilet in the dark, their 
muscle strength is weaker, their 
balance is less reliable, and they 
trip and have a fall and fracture 
something,” she says. “So  
there can be that real follow- 
on effect.”

Ms Willis encourages 
women to visit a women’s 
health physiotherapist to avoid 
such possible life-changing 
accidents. “There are usually 
very simple things you can do to 
reduce prolapse symptoms or 
urinary incontinence,” she says. 
“And then they can feel more 
confident to go and exercise.” 

Get ready to live fully
Of course, the idea is to try to 
avoid such health issues before 
they become problems. Ms 
Willis says the key to a healthy 
postmenopausal life – which for 
many women “is a much bigger 
proportion of their life span”  
– is to prepare for it.

“If you go through 
menopause at 50 and live until 
80–85, that’s a much larger chunk 
of your life that you need to be 
aware of exercise,” she says. 

Yes, exercise is the way to 
avoid the postmenopause 

such as a walking stick, 
walking poles or a crutch 
to help yourself to get 

moving. And if you use a 
walker, use its seat to break 

up your exercise if you need to.
“Often people will hobble 

along with a sore knee, but as 
that one settles down, the other 
one starts hurting because it’s 
compensating,” she says. “Or 
your back starts hurting because 
you’re walking in a funny way.

“Walking aids are important 
because you want people to 
keep moving as much as they 
can, but you want them to be 
safe and not fall over.”

The postmenopause 
‘trifecta’
Ms Willis says women need to 
be aware of a ‘trifecta’ of factors 
related to movement that can 
affect them after menopause.

“Bone density can decrease, 
muscle strength can decrease 
due to the hormonal changes, 
but also you can start to have 
bladder control problems,” 
she says. 

“The real issue can be for 
women: they wake up in the 
middle of the night desperate  
to go to the toilet, they hop  

trifecta. “Good exercise 
to prevent weight gain, 
strengthening exercise to prevent 
muscle loss, balance exercises 
to prevent falls and things like 
[using weights] to help maintain 
bone density,” says Ms Willis.

The good news is, it’s never 
too late to start, and starting 
small is best. With physical 
activity, it really is – literally –  
one step at a time. 

Get tips for  
moving more

 3 THINGS  
 TO DO

1. Start small, and remember 
that any movement is 
better than none.

2. When it comes to exercise 
plans, think in ‘baby 
steps’. Less can be more 
for a plan that sticks.

3. Embrace walking aids. 
They are there to help if 
you need extra support. 

http://www.jh.today/peri6
www.jh.today/movemore
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MOVE MORE WHILE WORKING FROM HOME
Nine easy exercises to help keep stiffness  
and soreness at bay during your working day.

Eye rests
Look up and away from your 
screen. Focus on an object  
more than 3 metres away for  
a few seconds. Look back at  
your screen and refocus.

Head turns
Slowly turn head to look over left 
shoulder. Hold for 10 seconds. 
Now repeat on right side. 
Repeat several times.

Upper arm stretch
Stretch arm above your head. 
Hold elbow with opposite hand, 
gently pull down behind head, 
hold for 10 seconds. Repeat 
several times on each side.

Back arches
Stand up. Support lower back 
with hands and gently arch 
yourself back. Hold for 5 to 10 
seconds. Repeat as needed.

Back stretches
Interlace fingers, turn palms 
upward above head. Straighten 
arms and gently lean from side 
to side. Repeat several times.

Wrist stretches
Interlace fingers, then push 
palms outward with straight 
arms. Hold for 10 seconds. 
Repeat several times.

Shoulder rolls
Circle shoulders forward 
several times, then backward. 
Repeat 3 to 5 times.

Neck side-stretches
Gently lower right ear to right 
shoulder. Hold 10 seconds. 
Slowly roll chin down and up to 
left shoulder. Hold 10 seconds. 
Repeat a few times.

Chin tucks
Raise head and straighten neck. 
Tuck chin in and upwards to 
create a double chin. Don’t tilt 
head up or down. Hold for 10 
seconds. Repeat several times.
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I f you served up last night’s 
dinner to a hunter-gatherer 
ancestor, would they 

recognise it as food? If they  
did the same to you, would  
you be willing to take a bite? 

Our diets have changed 
considerably over the course  
of history, with much of what  

we eat now coming from  
a factory rather than a farm.  
And while it’s plain to see  
the impact it’s having on our 
physical health – fuelling rates  
of obesity, type 2 diabetes  
and heart disease – what  
effect is it having on our  
mental health? 

The food-mood link
The aptly named Food & 
Mood Centre, a world-leading 
research hub based in Victoria, 
is dedicated to exploring how 
diet may impact mental health. 
Centre researcher Dr Hajara 
Aslam says a consistent body  
of evidence shows that people  

Joining the dots between what we eat and mental wellbeing.

Good-mood food
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who have a healthier diet have  
a lower risk of depression. 

“This trend is visible right 
across the lifespan, from early 
childhood to older adults,”  
she says. 

There are many parts at 
play, but it is the role of the gut 
microbiota – the microorganisms 
in our gut – that is of 
interest to researchers 
at the Centre; in 
particular, looking 
at how diet 
can affect the 
gut microbiota 
“and in turn 
how these 
changes can 
influence our 
mental health,”  
says Dr Aslam.

Meet your 
microbiota
Our gut is teeming with 
microscopic life, called our 
microbiota. Its home is the gut 
microbiome, and it’s made up 
of literally trillions of bacteria, 
viruses and fungi, says  
Dr Aslam. “As humans, we 
carry more microbial cells than 
we carry human cells, so the 
gut microbiome is increasingly 
being understood as a separate 
organ,” she says. 

While it might sound  
a bit frightening to hear you  
have a mini-universe of bugs 
living in your digestive system, 
when their populations are  

strong and healthy, we reap 
health benefits. 

One known part of 
the link between diet, 

microbiota and mood 
is that the gut microbiota 

changes in response to what 
we eat. And it can change fast. 
Research fellow Samantha 

“We carry more  
microbial cells than we 

carry human cells, so the gut 
microbiome is increasingly 

being understood as a 
separate organ.”

Jean Hailes naturopath 
Sandra Villella recommends the 
Mediterranean diet as a way 
to support mental wellbeing, 
with its focus on a whole food 
diet rich in vegetables, fruit, 
wholegrains, legumes, and 
healthy fats from olive oil. Other 
international cuisines follow 
similar principles, being 
rich in plant 
foods and 
healthy fats. 

Foods of focus
To eat for good mental 
wellbeing, the food groups 
to focus on are wholegrains, 
vegetables, fruits, legumes, nuts, 
and healthy fats. “In particular, 
you want the fibre. That seems 
to be really good for your gut,” 
says Ms Dawson. 

Dawson says two studies have 
looked at the impact of different 
diets (for example, a diet rich 
in meat, cheese and eggs, 
versus a plant-based diet) and, 
“within that first 24-hour period 
of starting a different diet, they 
could detect a change in the  
gut microbiota”.

Ms Dawson says the fact  
that the gut microbiota  

responds so readily to 
what we eat is 

heartening.  
“It means there’s 
a bit of a hope 

[and change is 
possible].”

Complex 
connections

Dr Aslam says the 
relationship between your gut 
microbiota and your brain is 
complex and “bi-directional”  

– meaning that these two organs 
‘talk’ to each other by various 
biological pathways.

The gut microbiota is  
involved in pathways related 
to producing serotonin and 
dopamine – ‘brain chemicals’ 
linked to mood, motivation and 
feelings of reward.

Other research has also 
revealed a key connection: 
“Observational studies 
have shown that the gut 
microbiota profile of people 
with depression and without 
depression are different,” 
explains Ms Dawson. 

While the link between gut 
microbiota and mental health 
disorders is clear, it’s not known 
which comes first. Even so, 
there is still evidence to suggest 
“healthier diets are associated 
with better mental health and 
better gut microbiota profiles,” 
says Ms Dawson. 
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then gradually increase it,”  
says Dr Aslam. 

When it comes to feeding 
your gut microbiota, dietary 
variety is as important as 
diet quality, says Ms Dawson, 
who suggests you “aim for 
a wide range of colourful 
vegies” in your meal. Dr Aslam 
recommends adding different 
spices, such as cumin and 

turmeric, to your cooking  
to take advantage of their  
anti-inflammatory and 
antioxidant properties. 

However, the Mediterranean diet 
has a large amount of published 
scientific research behind it for 
promoting health and longevity.

Following a ‘good-mood diet’ 
is also about what we should 
eat less of, which is “less of 
the highly refined foods, the 
foods that don’t have fibre”, 
says Ms Dawson. This includes 
the packaged highly 
processed foods, such as 
chips, biscuits and take-
away foods.

Start simple
Adapting to a new 
diet pattern can be 
challenging. But before 
you throw out all the food 
in your freezer, for 
best effect, it’s 
recommended to 
start simple and  
start small.

“[For example,] if 
you’re someone who 
doesn’t eat vegetables 
at all, start by including 
one serve a day  

KNOWING  
THE WHY
A diet rich in whole and 
plant foods, such as the 
Mediterranean diet, may be 
supportive of mental health 
for various reasons. These 
foods fight inflammation 
and may help to protect 
brain and nerve cells from 
damage via their antioxidant 
action, says Ms Villella. 

Wholegrains such as 
brown rice, oats and barley 
are rich in B vitamins, “which 
play important roles in the 
making of neurotransmitters 
(brain chemicals) that affect 
mood”, she says.

Dr Aslam says it is the 
important compounds 
(such as vitamins, minerals 
and healthy fats) in whole 
foods that benefit our health 
beyond simple nutrition and 
fuel. “In particular, these 
foods have a beneficial 
impact on the gut microbiota 
as well.”
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Find this recipe online

Ingredients  
1 cup rolled oats, processed  
or ground to make oat flour

½ cup hazelnuts, freshly  
ground to a meal

1 tsp baking powder

1 tsp baking soda

1 tsp ground cinnamon

60g butter

¼ cup maple syrup

1 egg, beaten

1 cup frozen or fresh raspberries

2/3 cup vanilla yoghurt

Variation For a nut-free 
version, substitute hazelnuts 
with hemp seeds.

Method
Preheat oven to 170°C. Line  
a muffin tray with baking paper 
or baking cups. 

Place all dry ingredients into 
a bowl, mix and set aside. In a 
small saucepan, melt the butter 
over a low heat. Once melted, 
turn off heat, add maple syrup 
and stir to combine. 

Add egg to dry ingredients, 
mix in well (this will help stop 
the egg from cooking in next 
step). Add butter/maple syrup 
mixture and mix well. Add 
yoghurt and raspberries and 
fold through. 

Raspberry,  
oat & hazelnut 
breakfast muffins
By Sandra Villella
Jean Hailes naturopath

Serves: Makes 10 muffins
Prep time: 20 mins
Cooking time: 25 mins
Wheat free, vegetarian

Spoon into prepared muffin 
trays. Bake for 25 minutes. Cool 
in trays for 5 minutes. Eat warm.

Nutritional information
These muffins were created  
as a nutritious breakfast option 
for my teenage daughter, 
who would be happy to skip 
breakfast or eat Nutella  
on toast. 

Oats are a low-GI grain 
providing sustained energy. 
Their soluble fibre also feeds 
the gut microbiota and helps  
to keep our bowels regular. 

Maple syrup is also lower-
GI than the sugars in most 
packaged cereals; it’s my  
choice of sweetener here,  
to satisfy the sweet tooth  
of said daughter. 

Yoghurt provides some 
calcium and protein, and 
raspberries are rich in 
antioxidants. Hazelnuts also 
provide protein to help keep 
the appetite satisfied; they also 
create a delicious and slightly 
decadent texture, and, of 
course, are the nuts in Nutella!

With a base of fruit, yoghurt, 
oats and nuts, these muffins 
provide a good start to the  
day, helping to fuel the body, 
brain and bowel.

Recipe

Learn more about the 
Mediterranean diet

 3 THINGS  
 TO DO

1. Bring on the vegies, 
healthy fats and lean 
protein for a healthier  
gut and better  
mental health.

2. Treats and take-aways? 
Save these for  
sometimes or special 
occasions.

3. The Mediterranean  
diet is all about  
good-mood food.  
Fill your plate with 
colourful plant foods.

Impactful eating
Ms Dawson believes that being 
aware of the many health 
impacts of your diet is an all-
important first step. “Making 
that connection between what 
you eat and your gut, and then 
in turn, your gut and your health, 
might help people to stop and 
think ‘Oh okay, I will have that 
high-fibre food instead of that 
processed food.’ It’s about 
seeing that link,” she says. 

The good news? Eating to 
support your mental health is 
not out of reach for anybody. 
It doesn’t involve secret 
superfoods, strict rules or 
striving for perfection. As Ms 
Dawson says, “It’s about what 
you do most of the time. If 
you’re following a healthy diet 
pattern with good habits for 
most of the time, that is a good 
way forward.” 

http://www.jh.today/peri6
http://www.jh.today/recipes69
www.jh.today/med-diet
www.jh.today/muffins


To make an appointment, call us on  
1800 JEAN HAILES (532 642),  
email clinic@jeanhailes.org.au  
or click here

An unlikely hero to emerge from the pandemic is Telehealth. 

“We always prefer a video 
rather than a phone consultation 
because it allows for a greater 

connection between the  
clinician and the patient.”

T elehealth – where consultations are 
conducted by video or phone call  
– has given people access to healthcare 

at a time when many need it most.
While attending medical appointments 

in-person has been permitted throughout the 
pandemic, Telehealth has proved especially 
helpful for the many Jean Hailes patients who 
live interstate or regionally, when travel has 
been restricted.

“At least 40% of all consultations at the 
clinics are now done via Telehealth,” explains 
Ms Kay Perkins, Practice Manager at the  
Jean Hailes clinics, which are located in  
East Melbourne and Clayton, Victoria.
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Expert healthcare,  
always at hand

“We always prefer a video consultation rather 
than a phone consultation because it allows  
for a greater connection between the clinician 
and the patient,” she explains.

Telehealth appointments at Jean Hailes clinics 
are now available to women Australia-wide. 

3 tips for a better  
Telehealth appointment

1.   Prepare a ‘shopping list’ of the issues  
you want to discuss, for example, ask 
about bone health.

2.   Set aside time and (where possible)  
be in a private, quiet space at home.

3.   Have a pen and paper handy to jot  
down any questions or notes.

http://www.jh.today/health1
www.jh.today/clinics


Click here to listen via our website, 
Apple Podcasts, Google Podcasts, 
Soundcloud & Spotify
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If you want a break from facts, figures and jargon, join us for down-to-
earth conversations with Australia’s leading experts in sleep, mental health, 
psychology, naturopathy, and movement.

Producer: May Jaspar, Sound: Thomas Kunz

The Jean Hailes 

podcast Women’s Health Week series  
hosted by Janet Michelmore AO, CEO

always at hand
‘Mood and food’
Jean Hailes naturopath 
Sandra Villella delves into the 
undisputed link between what 
we eat and how we feel, and 
talks about her top foods and 
recipes for ‘lockdown life’.

‘Sconversations’ 
Danica Leys, CEO of the  
NSW CWA, talks about the 
health needs of countrywomen, 
and how a beloved scone  
recipe has become a vehicle  
for conversation. 

‘Rest easy’ 
Sleep expert and health 
psychologist Dr Moira Junge 
discusses sleep disorders, night 
owls and the 3am wake-up, 
explaining we shouldn’t panic 
when we can’t doze off.

‘Mental health in the 
age of COVID-19’ 
Leading mental health specialist, 
Professor Jane Fisher AO talks 
about recognising grief for all 
the moments we missed during 
COVID-19. 
This episode is proudly brought 
to you by Liptember. 

‘Raised without shame’ 
We talk to our passionate 
ambassador Shelley Ware, 
who transformed her painful 
experience with endometriosis 
into a mission to educate and 
support women.  
 

‘Just move it!’
Professor Flavia Cicuttini, Head 
of Rheumatology at Melbourne’s 
Alfred Hospital, talks about the 
impact of lockdowns on our 
bodies, and the benefits  
of embracing mobility aids.

http://www.jh.today/health1
www.jh.today/pod


About Jean Hailes

Founded in 1992 in honour of Dr Jean Hailes, an 
extraordinary medical practitioner, Jean Hailes for 
Women’s Health reflects the enduring legacy that 
Jean made to women’s health. She had a far-sighted 
vision to improve the quality of women’s lives and give 
them practical information based on the best available 
evidence. She is credited with being the pioneer  
of menopause management in Australia.

Today, Jean Hailes for Women’s Health is one of 
Australia’s leading and most trusted women’s health 
organisations. We aim to translate the latest scientific 
and medical evidence to help inspire positive change 
in women and girls by improving their physical health 
and wellbeing.

Jean Hailes for Women’s Health takes a broad and 
inclusive approach to the topic of women’s health.  
Jean Hailes represents all women, girls and gender-
diverse people.

For further information, please contact

Jean Hailes for Women’s Health Head Office
Toll free: 1800 JEAN HAILES (532 642)
Email: education@jeanhailes.org.au

The Jean Hailes Medical Centres for Women
Phone: 03 9562 7555
Email: clinic@jeanhailes.org.au

Magazine inquiries
Jess Gleeson
Email: jess.gleeson@jeanhailes.org.au

jeanhailes.org.au

Once you have finished with this 
magazine, please share it with someone 
who may also enjoy it.

We’d love to hear from you. Please email 
us at education@jeanhailes.org.au

We want  
to hear  
from you!

Terms of use
If you wish to be removed from our mailing list  
or would like to update your contact details,  
please contact us on 1800 JEAN HAILES (532 642).
This magazine is designed to be informative and 
educational. It is not intended to provide specific medical 
advice or replace advice from your health practitioner. 
© 2021 Jean Hailes

This magazine is environmentally sustainable.
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